Introduction
Nobody denies the role of education in facilitating social, cultural and economic progress of a country. In federal countries both Centre and States play the catalyst role for ensuring education to all its citizenry. India, after gaining independence in 1947, took little initiatives to make education available to all. The Constitution makers, though not in the main part of the Constitution, only through the Directive Principles of State Policy (Part IV of the Constitution) instructed the Union Government to arrange free education for all children. In free India, various education commissions were formed and policies after policies were prescribed but little changes were observed till recently. Education for all and particularly to women remained neglected, though not overlooked since the beginning. Only, after the declaration of the Millennium Development Goals(MDGs) which was adopted by 189 member states of United Nations in September, 2000 at UN Millennium Summit, New York, USA for achieving time-bound eight MDGs including Universal Primary Education (Goal No. 2) and Promoting Gender Equality and Empowering Women (Goal No. 3), India being a signatory of the Document took some positive and sincere steps toward the fulfillment of the goals. The MDGs could never be reached without making India, the home of one-fifth world population, total literate and ensuring gender equality. The base year of MDGs was 1990 and the final year is 2015. Comprehending the need and urgency of 'Education for All", the then President of India, Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam on the occasion of the Human Rights Day celebrated on December 10, 2002, "Stressed on the importance of eradication of poverty and empowering the human being through education in order to preserve human dignity." 1 Before going into detail discussion on the correlation between 'education' and 'empowerment' let us first have a glimpse on the necessities and importance of 'education for all' and particularly to women, who constitute fifty percent population of the world.
Necessities of Education
Education is a dynamic process that starts from birth. A child surrounded by parents and other siblings experiences her surroundings and responds (Anil Kumar Biswas, 2011) . "Education is the mirror to the society and is the seed as well as flower of the socio-economic development. It transforms human beings from ignorance to enlightenment, from shades of social backwardness to light of social amelioration and a nation from underdevelopment to faster social and economic development." (B.K. Pramanik, Madan Mohan Singh, p.16) . The general conference of UNESCO in 1964 recognized that, "Illiteracy is a grave obstacle to social and economic development and hence the extension of literacy is a pre-requisite for the successful implementation of national plans for economic and social development." The First Education Minister of independent India, MaulanaAbulKalam Azad said in the Parliament in 1948 that, "I need hardly say that whatever be our program for industrial, scientific, agricultural, commercial or material progress and development, none of them can be achieved without an improvement of the human material which is the basis of our national wealth. That human material is largely conditioned by the training and education which it receives. It seems to me that whatever we think of defense or of food or of industry and commerce, we must take every step to see that education is given the first priority among our national requirement." (Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, 2011, p.17) Nobel Laureate Economist Prof. Amartya Sen also held that the solution of all problems be they related to the economy, development or population lies in education.
Education and Empowerment
People need education, and learning is a continuous process. Without proper education to all people including girl children and women, gender empowerment is not possible. A large number of policy makers, civil society members and bureaucrats have recently understood that development will be lop-sided if fifty per cent population i.e. women remain out of the corridor of educational institutions. Hence, it is the utmost need of the hour to educate all children including girls. It is generally believed that, if one male child is literate personally he alone becomes educated but if one girl child is educated the whole family becomes benefited. P.H. Sethumadhava Rao (P.H. SethumadhavRao, 2001, p.38) considers that, "The most important thing is that they (the women) need to be given free and compulsory education so as to make them aware of the rights and duties and possible free legal aid so that they can fight their cases without spending money." An educated mother is a one thousand fold superior to a mere lecturer. Education creates self -confidence, selfesteem, self-sufficiency to a person. It brings light of hope; increases social, political, intellectual, cultural and religious consciousness; broadens the length of mind; removes all kinds of bigotry, narrowness, superstition and enhances fellow-feeling, tolerance etc.
Kiran Devendra (K. Devendra, 2001, p. 22 .) stresses on the health, education and self-esteem of women. Devendra feels, "Empowerment of women would mean equipping women to be economically independent, self-reliant, have a positive self-esteem to enable them to face any difficult situation and they should be able to participate in developmental activities." Devendra believes that empowered women will be able to participate in decision-making, policy formulation and implementation of different policies and programs. Education plays a great role in this sphere. S.B. Pathak ( S.B. Pathak, 2003) argues in line with Devendra. He emphasizes that, "women have to be empowered socially, educationally, politically, economically and culturally." He further states that, "When literacy percentage is increased, the women could be able to understand their actual rights which have been already given to them by the constitution of India and accordingly the provisions contained in Panchayati Raj itself." Information Technology and media (both electronic and print) are assuming a pivotal role in dissemination of knowledge to the people and bringing the world nearer to one's reach. In the present day situation it is not possible for any person to think about empowerment of people without the incorporation and utilization of IT. The outstanding feature of empowerment lies in its very term 'power.' Shaikh N. Meera and D.U.M. Rao (ShaikhN. Meera, &DMU Rao, 2003, p.29) consider that, "The empowerment process is one where women find time and space of their own, and begin to re-examine their lives critically and collectively." Further Shaikh and Rao (ShaikhN. Meera, &DMU Rao, 2003, p.29) hold that, "Women's empowerment is a state of being that reflects a certain level of critical consciousness about external realities and an awareness about their internal thought construction and belief systems that affect their well being in terms of gender justice and social justice; as well as the determination to use their physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual resources to protect their lives and sustain values that guarantee gender equality and personal, social, economic, political and institutional level." Ishita Mukhopadhyaya (Ishita Mukhopadhyaya, 2003.) discusses the term 'empowerment' in a broader perspective. She opines that the person who has no power has to be empowered. According to her view, "Empowerment means freedom from deprivation; empowerment means equal access to knowledge and information; knowledge of being within groups of their own; empowerment also means organization; it means creation of information system and knowledge base." Poverty and illiteracy are like twin sisters. Poor, uneducated people feel one kind of powerlessness. They feel some invisible forces from outside are controlling their lives. This powerless and inferior attitude creates a sense of intimidation. They began to depend on fortune, luck or destiny and above all God. Renana Jhabvala (RenanaJhabvala, 2001, p. 54) envisages that, "Empowerment is the process by which the disempowered or powerless people can change their circumstances and begin to have control over their lives." It is a process by which the disempowered can change the equation of power, their living conditions and their existing depressed circumstances.
Education Scenario in India
India has the distinction of having one of the largest elementary education systems in the world. With more than 15 core children enrolled and more than 30 lakh teachers, the elementary education is expanding in the country in a significant scale. But the growth is not rapid and expected, it is rather slow in pace and lower in quality. Hence, with a view to universalization of primary education in the country, the 86 th amendment to the Constitution of India has made education free and compulsory to all the children between 6-14 year age-group a fundamental right.
According to government estimates, there are nearly 220 million children in the relevant age group, of which 4.6%, or nearly 9.2 million, are now out of school. As a result, recently (for the year 2011-2012) the Union Finance Minister has hiked its budgetary allocation from Rs.15,000 crore to Rs. 21,000 crore to achieve the objectives of the Right to Education (RTE), which has been aligned with the SarvaShikshaAbhiyan. The following table (Table -1) shows the literacy scenario in India. ) it is evident that the education rate has been increased substantially since independence. But, the gap between male and female is, however, wide that needs to be plugged immediately. Total education rate in 1951 was 18.3 % with a male-female gap of 18.3 %. After a gap of 30 years the education rate became a little more than double to 43.6 % with a larger gap of 26.6 % between the two genders. The latest Census (2011) highlights on the development that has taken place in the field of educational attainment. It shows that 74.0 % people are educated now with 82.1 % males and 65.5 % females. Still there remains a gap of 16.7 % between men and women. Further, a significant gap is observed in the literacy rate between general and backward caste peoples. It is evident from the above Table (Table- 2) that the literacy rate of general castes was 64.8 (Males -75.3% and Females -53.7%) while this rate was comparatively lower for Scheduled Castes containing 54.7 % (Males -66.6% and Females -41.9%) in comparison to general castes. However, the rate is far below in case of Scheduled Tribes i.e. 47.1 % (Males -59.2% and Females -34.8%).
According to a report, "During the last five decades the number of primary schools increased by three time, while the upper primary schools and higher secondary schools increased by 15 times and 17 times respectively." The statistics shows that in the year [1950] [1951] , "the number of universities was 27 whereas in 2000-2001, the number of universities stands at 254". This figure includes deemed universities and institutions of national importance. The figures are very good for professional college. During the period 1950-51 colleges that offered professional education stood at 208, whereas those that offered general education were at 370. In 2000-2001, professional education colleges stand at a whopping 2223. The report mentions, "Girls' participation has increased in primary, middle, secondary/higher secondary stages and higher education levels from 28.1 % to 43.7 %, from 16.1 % to 40.9% and from 13.30% to 38.6% and from 10% to 36.89% respectively." The report further highlights that, "the gross drop out rates mentioned for classes I to X are the highest for Sikkim at 85.33% and West Bengal coming second at 82.58% and Bihar at 81.30%." (Yojana, 2003, p.15 .) It should be mentioned that out of the drop-outs, girl students are more in number. Most girls, leaving studies, get married in early age; become mothers at young age and fall in vicious cycle of ill-health and permanently suffer from a variety of financial, social, and cultural disadvantages.
Conclusion
The Indian Government has taken a step in the right direction by making education a fundamental right. Now it is the duty of the governments -both Union and States, School Managing Committees, guardians, local authorities, civil society workers, teachers and women themselves -to ensure that all children, especially the girl children, avails of equal opportunity in neighborhood schools to realize their full potential. It is important that the Union Government should motivate the state governments to further take appropriate initiatives in enforcing the people the right to education and equal opportunity. Though Assam and Delhi, according to Human Resource Development Ministry (MHRD) statistics, spend more than 30 per cent of their budget on education....UP and West Bengal are among the larger states that spend a little less than 20 per cent of their total budget on education. (C. Jayanti, 2003, p. 15) Indian states need to invest more funds; open more educational institutions especially for girls; provide all necessary supportsfrom setting up separate toilets to providing uniforms and books; raise consciousness level regarding various legal provisions meant for them and encourage girls and women to come forward in nationbuilding. Education should be moral, modern and scientific with an emphasis on technology so that after completion of their studies they can be worthy and capable to contribute in the development of the greater society. The purpose of education should be to help the students to learn, earn and face challenges in life. Combined efforts by players of various political, religious and social masters could be much effective.
Hence, there is not doubt about the necessity of women's education for the nation's development. Women's education is most vital because women are the creator and preserver of the entire universe. Women are the God's greatest gift to humanity. It is said that there is at least a woman behind every successful man. Kalidas, Tuslidas, Shivaji, Akbar, Mahatma Gandhi and thousand others became great because either of their wives or mothers. If all women are once educated with modern science and technology, and become liberal in thought definitely that will be reflected in their actions. Only good mothers can give birth to good children; only good children can become good citizens; only good citizens can be assets of any country, nay of the world, who can take forward our world in the right direction. Hence, there is no alternative and compromise with women's education.
